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In the meantime the internal situation in Turkey deteriorated. Sultan Abd ul-Aziz was forced to abdicate (May 20, 1876, N.S.), and shortly afterwards was murdered or committed suicide; three months later a similar fate befell his nephew and successor, Murad V. It was under these inauspicious conditions that Abd ul-Hamid, Murad's brother, began what was to be a long and eventful reign (September 1, N.S.). In the summer of 1876 Constantinople was in the throes of anarchy; Moslem fanaticism ran high, officials were murdered, while the flame of the anti-Turkish revolt was spreading to new territories. In May an insurrection broke out among the Slav and Orthodox population of Bulgaria, a non-self-governing province which, however, in 1870 was granted an autonomous church administration (exarchate), independent of the Greek patriarch of Constantinople. The ferocity with which the Turks suppressed the Bulgarian rebellion created a stir in the Balkans and throughout the world. In June Prince Nicholas of Montenegro and Prince Milan of Serbia concluded an alliance and early in July opened hostilities against the Porte.
RUSSIA AND SERBIA
It was generally believed, especially in England, that the action of Serbia and Montenegro was instigated by Russia. This statement, although it contains a large element of truth, needs qualification. To begin with, the Slavic populations of Turkey, divided as they were on many issues, had behind them a long tradition of opposing Moslem oppressors, a tradition cemented by ties of racial and religious solidarity. There were in Montenegro and elsewhere warlike elements to whom fighting the Turks was a normal and honorable pursuit As weeks and months of the revolt went by and rumors and evidence of atrocities piled up, Slav and Christian fanaticism, like its Turkish and Moslem counterpart, mounted. To discount unduly the intensity of this feeling tends to distort the picture. Alexander and Gorchakov, moreover, had no sympathy for Slav nationalists, and in 1875 and in the first half of 1876 worked diligently for the localization of the conflict. In August, 1875, Milan inquired whether he could count on Russian and Austrian support if Serbia declared war on Turkey, but met with a curt rebuttal. He was told in October that Russia would do nothing to prevent a Turkish occupation of Serbia unless the latter refrained from any aggressive measures against the Porte. Russia and Austria administered an even sterner rebuff to Milan and Nkhoks in March,